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T R A D I T I O N S  
T H E  " S I U R E L L S "  
"SIURELLS" ARE SMALL FIGURES OF BAKED CLAY, COATED 
IN LIME AND DECORATED WITH BRIGHT COLOURS, AN 
ARTISTIC CREATION ARISING ALMOST INSTINCTIVELY. 
M A R l A  DE L A  P A U  J A N E R  A U T H O R  
t is difficult to decide on the best 
definition for the Majorcan siu- 
rells. Are they toys or objects of 
decoration? What i S  thé story behind 
these baked clay figures coated in lime 
and decorated with bright colours? We 
would probably have to go back to 
their remote beginnings in the gloom of 
prehistory to discover the first examples 
of these whistling dolls. 
We find forerunners of the siurells in 
Greece, Troy, Crete, Cyprus, Rhodes, 
Egypt, Rome, Sardinia, etc., although 
the Majorcan version as we know it to- 
day is unique to Majorca. Carried to the 
four corners of the earth as a commer- 
cially produced tourist souvenir, the siu- 
re11 is still a mystery. 
Hardly anyone today knows to what 
extent the hand-made siurell was the 
result of an almost instinctive artistic 
creativity. The siurells are the materiali- 
zation of the female artist's capacity for 
synthesis and abstraction: human or 
zoomorphic forms, fantastic shapes or 
objects. Because it was exclusively the 
women -the potters' daughters or 
daughters-in-law- who were responsi- 
ble for making these clay figures; small 
objects which, in general, were never 
more than twelve centimetres in height 
and which were simply decorated. 
Each worker had her own decorative 
repertory and range of colours. These 
colours were never chosen arbitrarily or 
by chance, but responded to a series of 
unwritten, almost unconscious rules that 
identified production with a specific 
place. Although some monochrome 
examples have been found, most use a 
combination of two colours: greenlred, 
yellowlred, bluelred, blue/yellow and 
greenlyellow are the various possible 
combinations that indicate their origin. 
Before the days of mass production, 
each potter used particular colours as a 
sign of identification. 
Each stage in this carefully measured 
and prepared artisan work corres- 
ponded to a different member of the 
family: the women shaped the clay, the 
men added the whistle, the godpa- 
rents bought them and the children 
played with them. Almost as an exception, 
there are accounts of terracotta siurells, 
without the lime decoration or the pri- 
mary colours. Joan Miró testifies to their 
existence when he says, "1 have un- 
painted siurells, they are marvellous 
without colour". 
In spite of this, perhaps these simple, 
bright colours, formerly produced with 
anilines and now produced with plastic 
paint, are one of the most characteristic 
elements of the siurells. There is also no 
doubt that a hundred years ago they 
made ideal toys for working-class chil- 
dren: ephemeral and cheap, bought on 
market day or at the fair, soon broken 
and forgotten, the siurells had the 
charm of what is  fragile and simple. 
Their lack of pretension and a certain 
ingenuity of shape and decoration were 
no obstacle to their becoming a symbol 
and a souvenir of the island. 
Considered since ancient times as fes- 
tive instruments and also at times as 
decorative obiects, they formed part of 
the social life of the Maiorcans, part of 
their ability to communicate through 
their collective celebrations. It was be- 
tween 1950 and 1980 that the siurells 
started to make their comeback: as their 
industrial production got under way at 
the beginning of the tourist boom, the 
popularity of these delicate, noisy fig- 
ures grew even more. The siurells, so 
familiar to the children who had played 
with them for generations, also formed 
part of the young Maiorcans' love 
code. On market days, the suitor would 
often present one to the girl he loved, 
and, according to the use she put it to, 
he would feel accepted or reiected. 
Lovers' conventions were clear enough: 
a broken siurell indicated reiection, if it 
was kept it meant hope and if whistled 
acceptance. 
It turns up in traditional proverbs and 
songs, where we find it as a sexual 
symbol, with magical connotations, or 
associated with other elements of our 
peoples' popular culture, such as the 
cossiers. The externa1 appearance of 
many siurells is reminiscent of the cos- 
siers of Alagaida and Montuiri. Also, 
the immense popularity of the term siu- 
re11 has led to its use in magazine 
and book titles, names of radio pro- 
grammes, shops, youth clubs, schools 
and streets. 
Today's siurells are a far cry from the 
decorative and festive obiects of our 
ancestors. The forms prepared from 
moulds are very different from the old, 
almost perfect abstractions from reality, 
and plastic paints have replaced the 
lime and the original colours. Now- 
adays it is difficult to find the real thing; 
the genuine siurells are kept in locked 
showcases in private collections and 
museums -there are some, for example, 
in the Ethnological Museum of Catalo- 
nia- yet there have probably never 
been so many on the market. The vic- 
tims or the result of changing times, fa- 
miliar and accessible to all, there is no 
need to wait until market day or the fair 
to look for them. In spite of the changes, 
they still stand for celebration. 
